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He had a unique capacity for creating atmosphere, and in
none of his other works did he create it so powerfully.
There is something at once beautiful and sinister in the
background of this book, as if the turbulent, passionate
heart of South America were enshrined for ever in the dark
grandeur of the encompassing land, shut of! from the world
as though spellbound in its isolation, by the breathless quiet,
the * solemn hush' of the Golfo Placido.

And it was this same background which, in a sense, moulds
the characters, not alone the South American but the
European, who crowd these pages. I would mention
especially Nostromo himself (Gian' Battista Fidanza),
Charles and Emilia Gould, Dr Monygham, Captain Mitchell,
Barrios, Sotillo, and the old Garibaldino. They rise before
one with startling individual distinctness and vitality, as if
imagination had carved out of their author's dream the very
simulacrum of life. But what does a list of names amount
to, and who can define personality? Psychological analysis
of the figures in such a novel as Nostromo is only of final value
if it sends people to the source, for the development of charac-
ter can achieve, in the hands of a master, an effect that, being
beyond expectation, transcends theories. It is genius,
incalculable in its workings, which kneads the amalgam into
a triumphant shape, and did not Conrad put into the mouth
of Mills in The Arrow of Gold these words: * It is the subleties
of personalities, and contacts, and events, that count for
interest and memory/

But let us not forget that atmosphere and characterization
alone do not constitute a great novel: it must tell a story, an
absorbing story, in which the two other ingredients play
their part to form a rounded unity, even if that story bears
little resemblance to what is conventionally accepted as a
plot. And, of course, Nostromo does tell a story: indeed, it
tells several stories. There is the revolution, there is the
secret life of Nostromo, there is the voiceless rift between
the Goulds, there are various interweaving threads and
themes, and above all there is the feeling of harmony and
* lightness.' Conrad, with his piercing visualization and his
unsleeping touch upon the ebb and flow of destiny, knew how
to write dramatically as few men have known. Nostromo
is more thrilling than any 'thriller/ but then it requires an
appreciation of real values, a sensitive and perhaps even a